Recommendations and comments of SoCiuS on the Commission Staff Working Document “Towards an European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning”

With this paper SoCiuS, the support point for non-formal adult education in Flanders (NGO)
, summarizes its comments on the proposal of the European Commission regarding the structure, content and the objectives a future European Qualifications Framework (EQF).

These recommendations have to be considered from a determined point of view. The consultation document develops a proposal for an EQF. This document always refers to learning to acquire qualifications. It is important to emphasize that learning to acquire qualifications is only a part of the concept of lifelong and life-wide learning
. Through lifelong and life-wide learning people learn how to behave in their distinct roles in society : their role as a member of a family, their role as a citizen, their role within the world of labour, their role within an association,…

In order to encompass the whole context of lifelong and life-wide learning it is recommended to systematically add “non-formal and informal learning” wherever the document refers to “education and training”.  A consequent use of both the terms “lifelong” and “life-wide” learning will increase the involvement and identification of providers of non-formal adult education with the EQF. The concept “life-wide” reminds us that learning is not limited to learning for a (better) position in the labour market or learning with a solely economic added value. Learning also comprises personal development, active citizenship and social inclusion. These elements can also be identified in the 8 reference levels of the EQF (e.g. under the personal and professional competencies). Life-wide learning includes all possible spheres of life : housing, relationships, leisure time, lifestyle, health, religion and giving meaning to life, citizenship, bringing up children, mobility, technological evolutions. Non-formal adult education is more than any other sector focused on life-wide learning.

Getting back to qualifications, we can distinguish two ways for acquiring a qualification. Firstly, qualifications can be delivered directly by the competent authorities. Secondly, qualifications can be obtained indirectly through procedures of accreditation of prior learning (APL). Within non-formal adult education qualifications are never handed directly to the learners neither will they in the future. What people learn in the context of non-formal and informal learning can only indirectly, i.e. through an APL-procedure, lead to qualifications. This should be more emphasized in the document of the EC. The qualification is always the result (the product) : directly or indirectly. The way (the process) to achieve the learning results referred to in the qualification can be formal, non-formal or informal.

1. Does the document sum up the main objectives and functions an EQF has to comply with ?

SoCiuS agrees with the objectives of an EQF as described in the work document. Above all, the mutual trust between the distinct stakeholders and the transparency for the learner are crucial. Individual citizens who are able to put their own learning questions and learning results in a broader framework will be more motivated to go on learning.

In accordance with  the own intentions of the European Commission regarding valuing competencies acquired in non-formal and informal contexts the EQF creates the necessary environment for this. This is a positive evolution. Nevertheless, from the angle of non-formal and informal learning, we would like to formulate two remarks. (1) Valuing competencies, wherever and however acquired, may not just be an intention. The governments on distinct levels should take initiatives to concretise this option. (2) One has to make sure that recognition of non-formal and informal learning won’t be reduced to learning for the labour market. This is a prerequisite for pulling down the barriers that hamper the recognition of learning, and this is one of the objectives of EQF as mentioned in the introduction of the text.

A qualification framework and the way to acquiring qualifications should have a democratising effect. This means that in the first place the lower qualified should benefit from these new visions and policy. Taking into account that the pedagogical competencies of these people are rather low, it will be critical to ensure well developed systems of monitoring and coaching. Furthermore one has to avoid that working with these reference levels stigmatises the lower qualified.

2. What is needed to make the EQF work (for individuals, education- and training systems, the labour market) ?

A qualification system can only work adequately if instruments and procedures are in place with a view to acquiring these qualifications. We particularly stress the development of procedures and instruments for the indirect acquisition of qualifications through Accreditation of Prior Learning. In this respect it will be necessary to reach a consensus on the different kinds of proofs that will be used.

When developing common instruments and tools (transfer and accumulation of credits, Europass, Ploteusportal – page 15) one has to make sure that these are compatible to learning processes in the non-formal and informal adult education.
Another essential element for an adequate qualification system is the mutual trust between various partners. It is therefore important that the text also stipulates that a qualification framework –apart from the legal basis -  can also reflect a consensus between the (social) partners (3.4).

In this sense, quality assurance is an important factor. Each sector (formal, non-formal,…) has developed its own quality assurance system and in some cases these have been legally established. Those sector-specific systems of quality assurance have the added value of being best adapted to the specific learning processes and standards of a determined sector. Consequently it is highly recommended to respect the autonomy of this sector-specific quality assurance. This doesn’t however absolve policy-makers from the obligation of pursuing harmonization and a common approach, quite the reverse.

A third aspect for a well working qualification system is that those involved agree on the terminology and that those are being used in a consequent way. There’s a real need for an in-depth discussion between all partners involved on the concepts that are being used. Some definitions are incomplete, others don’t abide by the conditions of the actual context of lifelong and life-wide learning.

Some examples can illustrate this :

· In the definition of learning under 3.1.  the non-formal adult education is missing, i.e. the total offer of courses through which learning environments and learning processes are consciously organised based on a specific methodology and dialogue with the participants. This doesn’t bear upon informal learning but relates to institutionalised education which in its processes and in the organisation of its learning environments fundamentally differs from formal education. That’s why we insist to add the non-formal education to this definition.

· Referring to the conceptual basis for an EQF we find under 3.2. what kind of competencies exist, but the foundation of what makes something a competency is lacking. The definition used in the DeSeCo-report 2001
 shows a way out : “Competencies refer to the real and individual capacity to handle knowledge (theoretical and practical knowledge), skills and attitudes in taking action, with respect to the concrete daily and changing work situation and regarding personal and social activities. In other words : somebody who disposes of a determined competency succeeds in combining knowledge (both theoretical and practical), skills and attitudes in different and changing situations.”
· There’s also a confusion of concepts between basic skills (literacy, numeracy, digital skills) on the one hand and key competencies on the other hand. We refer to the description of key competencies within the framework of the DeSeCo-project : “Key competencies consist of a complex unity of general and transferable knowledge, skills and attitudes that contribute to the improvement of your own learning and performance. They have a determining influence on your performance within education and training, and in work and life in general. They are complementary to basic skills and to domain-specific competencies in the sense that they’re never exclusively important for one specific life-sphere or process. Hence key competencies are relevant for all individuals. Key competencies assist the individual to lead a successful and sensible life and they are also a pre-requisite for a flourishing society.”
· Under 5.5. it is stated in table 1 that qualification experts could contribute to check national and sectoral provisions to judge to what extent they correspond with an EQF-level. In line with the terminology of the document, it’s not about provisions that have to be screened and assessed, but about the qualifications themselves. 

3. Does the reference structure of 8 levels sufficiently comprise the complexity of lifelong learning in Europe ?

The reference levels relate to the learning results with regard to knowledge, skills and what is described here as wider competencies. As a result one important aspect of learning remains ignored, i.e. the processes themselves and their impact on the “attitude” of the participant. The Flemish decree on socio-cultural work
 establishes that in the non-formal adult education the participants have a say in determining the contents of learning, the learning process and consequently also the learning outcomes. The outcomes (results) of these non-formal learning processes are defined in terms of awareness of the personal and social situation ; with regard to changing perspectives as a consequence of (self) reflection and confrontation with other perspectives ; they also lead to creative behaviour in the cognitive, emotional, social and technical sphere.

The result with regard to the learning process can neither be described by descriptors that refer to knowledge and skills nor can they be completely grasped by “communication and social competencies”. Results with regard to e.g. (self) reflection, awareness-raising, change of perspective and critical attitude can be caught by the traditional third component of a competency, i.e. by reintroducing the “attitude”.

Looking at table 2 what strikes most is that as from level 5 it appears to be impossible to acquire determined qualifications as a result of informal and non-formal learning. As far as level 4 there is an explicit reference to education that can also take the shape of non-formal learning.  From level 5 onwards this reference isn’t mentioned anymore. Combined with table 1 this doesn’t appear correct. In e.g. level  8 the following competency is included in the column of “communication and social competence” : “scrutinise and reflect on social norms and relationships and lead action to change them”. This competence can be acquired as well in informal and non-formal learning contexts. Moreover it doesn’t matter where something can be learned ; what really matters is that learning results (in the form of a qualification) are there. Hence statements about “what” can be learned ”where” should be treated more carefully.

***

� www.socius.be


� Lifelong and life-wide learning is the continuous process through which the learner acquires the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to be prepared to assume his/her professional, social and cultural duties in a rapidly changing society and to be able to adopt a critical and sense-giving attitude towards this whole. Lifelong and life-wide learning is directly embedded in life itself and fits in with the experiences, the questions and the educational needs of persons, organisations and companies.


�  The DeSeCo report 2001 is the report of the Education Department of the Ministry of the Flemish Community that bears upon Definition and Selection of key Competencies in Flanders.


http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/dvo/niveau_overschrijdend/deseco/deseco.pdf


� The Act of the Flemish Community that regulates the organisation of non-formal adult education in Flanders
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